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Introducing Alan Mitchell 
Chair of The Reader Working Group

I am a great believer in 
pushing doors. Sometimes 
they remain resolutely shut, 

but just occasionally they open 
unexpectedly. Earlier this year 
I saw that the Central Readers’ 
Council was seeking to recruit 
two new trustees with specific 
experience in publishing and 
marketing. I sensed a gentle nudge 
that perhaps this was something 
I needed to explore. We can wax 
lyrical about God’s calling and the 
role of discernment, but sometimes 
we simply have to start the process 
by making ourselves available, 
‘Here I am, Lord . . .’ 
 Brought up in Manchester in a 
Christian family, I studied music 
and played professionally for a few 
years with the European Baroque 
Orchestra and English Baroque 
Soloists then moved into a career in 
publishing. I worked at Macmillan 
Press and HarperCollins and, 
as Head of Publishing at the 
Archbishops’ Council, I led the 
team that published Common 
Worship and the Mission-shaped 
Church series. 
 One of my responsibilities 
as a CRC trustee is to chair the 
Editorial Working Group of 
The Reader magazine. We have 
exciting plans for the future and 
it will be interesting to see how 
our publications in different 
formats, print and online, can best 
communicate a renewed vision 
for lay ministry in the Church. 
There are lots of books, journals, 
newspapers and websites out there, 
so what should be our unique 
contribution? We’d love to hear 
from you.
 I worship at St Augustine’s with 
St Luke’s, Bromley, and when I’m 
not leading a service or preaching 
I often find myself in the privileged 
position of playing or singing. I 
imagine we can all remember an 
occasion when transcendent music 

has inspired and transformed our 
encounter with God. Members of 
the congregation sometimes tell me 
that my violin playing has made 
them weep; curiously they rarely 
say that about my sermons. 
 God calls us to different 
ministries at different points in 
our lives. Last year when my local 
parish went through a vacancy I 
had to step up to take on an interim 
leadership role but now that our 
new vicar has arrived I can happily 
relinquish that and look for new 
opportunities for service.
 I am also a lay representative 
on a steering group implementing 
our diocesan Called to Grow 
strategy which ties in well with 
my work as a diocesan Vocations 
Adviser. Fortunately in Rochester 
Diocese we have an outstanding 
lay ministry training programme 
greatly supported by our Bishop 

and we see the discernment 
of vocations, training, and the 
ongoing nurture and development 
of lay leaders as being a core 
element in our future mission. 
 To keep in touch with the world 
outside the church bubble I am doing 
a course in History of Art at Birkbeck 
University in London where I’ve 
just finished a project on how artists 
depict ‘looking and listening’. Isn’t 
that precisely what all Readers and 
lay ministers need to do? Keep on 
‘looking and listening’ for what God 
is doing in our churches and in our 
communities, always being open to 
what new ministry he might have 
planned for us.

Alan Mitchell is a trustee of the 
CRC, Chair of The Reader Editorial 
Working Group and a Licensed Lay 
Minister, Reader and Vocations 
Adviser in Rochester Diocese.

Book Reviews All books published in 2019 unless otherwise stated.

Loving and Serving 
Your Local School
Matt Brown
Grove £3.95 pbk
9781788270793

Matt Brown brings 
extensive experience in 

leading youth projects in secondary schools 
to this publication. He writes persuasively 
about why the church should get involved 
with work in schools: the church’s imperative 
to go out into the community synchronises 
with school concerns for spiritual, moral, 
social and cultural development, the 
required focus on British values, and 
increasing pressures on the emotional health 
of young people. He moves on to how the 
involvement might proceed from the 
well-established precedents of RE lessons, 
assemblies and lunch clubs to newer options 
such as prayer spaces or mentoring. A Grove 
booklet has space for rationale and 
recommendation, and both are done well in 
this edition. There is no space for detailed 
resources. There are quite a lot of tips on 
initial contact, and no more than the briefest 
of mentions of essential safeguarding, but it 
is the pointers to useful websites – often in 
the footnotes – that are really essential to 
those Readers who will be encouraged by 
this booklet to start equipping themselves to 
love and serve their local school.
ROSIE MEDHURST

The Naked Hermit
Nick Mayhew-Smith
SPCK £19.99 hbk
9780281081547

The sub-title of this book, ‘A 
journey to the heart of Celtic 
Britain’, summarises it well. It 

is a memoir, by a Reader, of visits to sites 
around Britain associated with particular 
religious events or practices during the era of 
Celtic Christianity. At some, he attempts a 
re-enactment and tells of the personal 
enrichment he often experienced. He seeks to 
explain, based on his historical research for a 
PhD degree, what he sees as behind these 
practices. Some, such as living as a naked 
hermit or praying all night whilst standing 
naked up to the neck in water with arms 
outstretched in a ‘crucifixion’ position, he 
traces back to records of similar practices by 
the desert Fathers. Others he ties to the 
bringing of former Pagan sacred places into 
Christian use by the performance of rites in 
conformity to a then accepted, but now 
discarded, theology of baptismal rites. 
Throughout there is a recognition of the Celtic 
Christian veneration of the holiness of God’s 
creation, with which he is personally so in 
tune. This is a fascinating, if sometimes 
meandering, record of an exploration into the 
early history of the (more or less) conversion 
of Britain from Paganism to Christianity.
JOHN NICHOLLS

Growing up into the 
Children of God
David Newman
Sacristy Press £12.99 pbk
9781789590203

This book aims to tease out 
the many paradoxes that 

hinder us in achieving Christian maturity. 
This, Newman feels, is often hindered by the 
idea that ‘churches will only grow’ when the 
generations are catered for in different 
settings, and ‘flies in the face of a biblical 
vision for a multicultural, intergenerational 
church’. The author makes many interesting 
points about how we achieve Christian 
maturity particularly in not being 
disappointed when things go wrong, or 
worrying when ‘God’s plan’ does not work 
out as we had hoped. Whilst the author 
draws on the wisdom of a wide range of 
Christian Tradition, it is clear that he is heavily 
influenced by his evangelical beginnings. 
Conversely, he is not afraid to criticise some 
of the things said by, often prominent, 
evangelicals, in their selective use of scripture, 
and in not wanting those who are not of 
their way of thinking in their churches. 
Although sometimes a little contradictory in 
his arguments, Newman’s book will be a 
good starting point for discussion about how 
we become mature Christians in mature 
intergenerational churches. 
MARIE PATERSON

Walk Humbly
Samuel Wells
Canterbury Press £12.99 
hbk
9781786221506

Walk Humbly is another 
excellent book from this 

prolific author, who is Vicar of St Martin-in-
the Fields. It is something of a departure 
from his previous works on Christian ethics, 
and practical ecclesial theology. The book is a 
philosophical excursion into Christian living 
written, as the blurb tells us, in the style of 
the poem ‘Desiderata’. The writing is 
beautifully crafted, and although the whole 
book could be read in an hour or two, the 
text deserves much slower absorption and 
contemplation. Each of the chapters (‘Be 
humble’, ‘Be grateful’, Be gentle…and so on) 
develops a theme that encourages and 
inspires the reader to find better ways of 
Christian living. This is probably not a book 
for group discussions, but rather a personal 
gift to read and to treasure during times of 
reflection – perhaps at the fireside during 
winter evenings. It would certainly make a 
good Christmas present, just in time for New 
Year resolutions. Although short, and 
perhaps slightly expensive for its size, this 
highly spiritual book will guide its readers for 
years to come, and is warmly recommended. 
MALCOLM DAWSON 

Sensing the Divine
Andrew Mayes
BRF pbk £10.99
9780857466587

This is an ambitious, 
intriguing and enthusiastic 
book written by an expert 

and learned spiritual adviser. Mayes’ aim is to 
re-interpret the gospel of John and present it 
as a sensuous and tactile history – an 
emotional history of Jesus’ ministry that 
represents a quite radical re-appraisal. For 
example, strong links between John and the 
Song of Solomon are drawn out. The author 
balances each chapter with a parallel 
commentary on relevant spirituality. He uses 
a host of ancient (Hebrew), medieval and 
modern spiritual writings, concentrating 
especially on Celtic and Ignatian sources in 
order to promote spiritual reawakening and 
maturity of Christian practice. In my view the 
book does not quite succeed. The language is 
sometimes over-exuberant and, while the 
gospel analysis is thought-provoking, it is 
sometimes slightly shallow. The emotional 
and sensuous aspects of Jesus’ ministry are 
not exclusive to John, for example, though 
the book rather ignores this point. 
Nonetheless, there is much good, original 
material here, and this is a valuable read for 
private study or group teaching. 
ALICE BURDETT  

Accidental Friends: 
Stories from My Life 
in Community
Beth Porter
DLT £12.99 pbk
9780232533873

Jean Vanier founded the first 
L’Arche (The Ark) community in France in 
1964 and there are now 147 communities in 
35 different countries worldwide, including 
12 in the UK. In these communities, people 
with learning disabilities live with non-
disabled assistants in a mutually accepting 
and beneficial context. The first L’Arche 
community (Daybreak) in Canada was 
founded in 1969, and Beth Porter’s book is a 
detailed account of her involvement with the 
people of that community over four decades 
and the impact that this has had on her. The 
book is anecdotal and personal in style which 
makes for an interesting and easy read. In 
2015, Jean Vanier was awarded the 
Templeton Prize ‘for his innovative discovery 
of the central role of vulnerable people in the 
creation of a more just, inclusive and humane 
society’, and this ethos permeates Beth 
Porter’s narrative. Her book is a fitting tribute 
to the life and work of Jean Vanier, who died 
earlier this year. It will be of interest to any 
Reader whose ministry encompasses people 
who have learning disabilities.   
MICHAEL FOSTER


